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The growing enthusiasm for 
sourdough breads has highlighted 
a surprising fact. Sourdoughs are 
mostly produced using local wild 
yeasts found in the environment 
where they are created and do not use 
the commercially produced baker’s 
yeast. The wild yeasts are much 
more difficult to manage but, when 
successfully used in breadmaking, 
they give the loaves their traditional 
sour taste and long shelf life. But 
bakers have also become aware of the 
fact that local wild yeasts differ, and 
many acknowledge that the sourdough 
breads created in San Francisco are 
amongst the best in the world.
And a new study has found that 
other fungi, found within buildings, 
also have a local stamp.
Anthony Amend at the University of 
California, Berkeley, and colleagues 
at Ottawa and Utrecht, report in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Science (published online) a survey 
of indoor fungi from both tropical and 
temperate regions. 
“The majority of these organisms 
apparently play a neutral role, but 
some are detrimental to human 
lifestyles and health,” they say. 
The researchers have carried out a 
global survey of fungi from indoor 
environments using both taxonomic 
and molecular markers to determine 
whether global or local indoor factors 
determine indoor fungal composition. 
While, with many organisms, the 
tropics contain more species diversity, 
”we show that fungal diversity is 
significantly higher in temperate zones 
than in the tropics.”
The team found there was no 
correlation with building function 
and fungal diversity, “despite stark 
contrasts between architecture and 
materials of some buildings in close 
proximity.” 
This first global survey of indoor 
fungi demonstrates a previously 
undetected high diversity of indoor 
fungi, the authors write. Although 
some of the most cosmopolitan 
taxa in this study, they say, are also 
common in culture-based studies, 
“the significance of our results is not 
merely the high taxonomic richness of 
fungi detected indoors, but also the 
phylogenetic diversity that includes 
every major lineage of fungi,” they say.
“We find that latitude has the 
greatest influence on indoor fungal 
composition variation. This likely 
reflects correlations with local outdoor 
environmental variables such as 
rainfall and temperature,” they believe. 
“These data are consistent with those 
from other studies showing strong 
correlations between environmental 
conditions and microbial 
composition.”
These results may ring alarm bells 
for some but it may spark curiosity 
amongst the breadmakers.
“This pattern runs contrary to 
almost all measured patterns of global 
biodiversity, including those of other 
microbial systems.”
New studies suggest the extent to which fungi are local to their indoor habitats. 
Nigel Williams reports. 
Local moulding
Local: Sourdough cultures are well known to vary locally but new evidence suggests other 
moulds are too. (Picture: Photolibrary.)
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